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For sale: the most expensive home in Britain: It costs over £70m but you do get 22 bedrooms, 27 bathrooms and five pools
 
Wanted: Russian oligarch or Middle Eastern oil potentate looking for "trophy home" or "ambassadorial residence" near Ascot and Royal Wentworth. Neighbours include the Queen, Elton John and Nick Faldo. Billionaires only need apply.

That's how the marketing blurb for Updown Court in Windlesham, Surrey, Britain's latest vanity project for the ultra rich, might have read if the house were in need of publicity. 

But as a series of camera crews and agents for overseas businessmen beat a path up its heated marble driveway yesterday, the mansion that comes with a 60-acre estate bordering Windsor Great Park seemed to be doing a pretty good job of selling itself.

With an asking price "in excess of £70m", Updown Court is, say developers Rhymer Investments, officially the most expensive residence in Britain. Judging by the no expense-spared interiors, it must also be one of the most elaborate.

On pushing open the massive Italian oak entrance doors you are greeted by a sweeping marble and wrought-iron staircase - a replica, apparently, of the one in the Gianni Versace mansion in Miami. Upstairs are his-and-her penthouse apartments linked by a terrace with an open-air infinity pool overlooking the landscaped grounds.

Should that prove too chilly, one of the suites also boasts its own indoor pool approached by a glass lift from the second floor.

In addition, Updown Court boasts three further outside pools, a floodlit tennis court, and an indoor glass-walled squash court and twin-lane bowling alley. Then there's the private study area with its gilt-inlaid mosaic and marble floor costing £250,000, and the 22 bedrooms, each with its own ensuite bathroom finished with different coloured Italian marbles and mosaics in distinctive styles.

This being racing country, Updown Court also comes with stabling for five horses and its own private bridleway. For those days when you just can't be bothered to negotiate the traffic on the M3, the house has a helipad.

The $ 64m dollar question - or the $ 133m dollar question taking into account Rhymer's asking price and the current exchange rate - is who can afford to buy it?

"You'd be surprised," says Leslie Allen-Vercoe, Rhymer's chairman. "According to official listings there are some 600 billionaires worldwide. But there are probably an equal number in the same league who keep quiet about it."

Since Savills and Hamptons began marketing the house last month, it has been viewed by potential buyers from Russia, the Middle East and China. In this price range, there are no comparable properties so it is hard to know if Rhymer's has got its estimate right.

Last year, a house in Kensington Palace Gardens that had gone on sale for £85m, is believed to have sold for around £70m to the steel magnate Lakshmi Mittal. But with 50,000 square feet Updown Court dwarfs that and anything else on the

market.

"A stately home this size isn't likely to come up for sale again in my lifetime," says Guy Robinson of Savills. "It would make a very nice residence for a Russian oligarch or for the ambassador of a wealthy Middle Eastern gulf state."

That Updown Court is being marketed at all is something of a miracle. The former residence of Prince Sami Gayed of Egypt, the building was left as a shell after it was damaged by fire in the Great Storm of 1987. No one is sure what happened exactly as the house was empty, but it is thought that a tree fell and ruptured a gas main.

It was subsequently acquired by an Indian businessman, Banjul Singh. But in 2001 Customs and Excise seized the house along with other of Mr Singh's assets as part of a wide-ranging fraud investigation. Although the case against Mr Singh collapsed, the delay bankrupted the developers and the house ended up in receivership.

Mr Allen-Vercoe said that when he and his partners acquired the property in 2002 for £20m there was water leaking through the roof and down the walls. He promptly rehired the Italian craftsmen who had already begun laying the marble tiles and mosaics and set about raising an additional £30m to finish the project.

The original design was aimed at the Arab market. But although neighbours include Sheikh Hamden Al Maktoum, the horsebreeder and deputy ruler of the United Arab Emirates, Mr Allen-Vercoe said the interiors have now been "subtly altered" to appeal to a wider variety of overseas buyers, not just those from the Middle East.

Thus the mosaic in the cavernous pool adjoining the master suite features sun, sand and palm trees but also - perhaps with a view to the Japanese market - a snow-capped volcano.

With Russian and American buyers in mind, the house also features a panic room, with its own battery-operated air-conditioning system in case of terrorist attack. But these are tastefully secreted behind oak-panelling and the overall effect is of a quirky Roman villa transposed to the English countryside.

"If Elton John were a house he'd be Updown Court," says Mr Allen-Vercoe proudly. But he doesn't think that even Elton John - who lives in nearby Old Windsor and has a reputation for flamboyant gestures - would be able to afford it.

"Frankly, I'd be gobsmacked if we sold it to anyone other than an international buyer," he said.

Before making a bid, interested parties should consider the following. The stamp duty alone on Updown Court works out at £3m. Then there's the cost of running the house's 40 gas-fired boilers - an estimated £250,000 a year - and refilling the two massive underground water tanks that supply the 27 bathrooms and five heated swimming pools.

There are compensations, however. Despite its price tag, Updown Court falls into council tax band H - a snip at £1,500 a year.
Media Enquiries:
Nicki Glancey/Susan Grant
The Communication Group: 020 7630 1411
nglancey@thecommunicationgroup.co.uk
sgrant@thecommunicationgroup.co.uk
